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THE reasons for believing influenza vaccines are necessary are based on considerable evidence accumulated over the past years on the epidemiology of influenza.
The epidemics which have occurred can be traced from the various national statistics which may be profoundly altered when the virus is circulating in the community. It is known that influenza is the disease which keeps the adult population away from their jobs and the disease which most affects the death rate.
The correlation of these two indices, morbidity and mortality, with influenza has formed the basis of surveillance with the addition more recently of information from the Royal College of General Practitioners on the assessment of influenza among patients in selected practices throughout the country confirmed by virus isolation or serology in the local Public Health Laboratory.
What has been clarified by the system of surveillance is the regularity of influenza each winter and the impact it has on the death rate.
The The rate of appearance of variants of the H3N2 virus has been considerably accelerated and the first variants were detected in the second winter of prevalence followed 4 years later by the appearance of one variant strain out of 751 examined, the A/England/42/72 virus, which became the predominant strain worldwide the next season, to be replaced by a significantly different variant, the A/Port Chalmers/ 73, the year after, and to be joined by further variants the year after that.
This last year has seen an unusual occurrence of a strikingly mixed bag of antigenic variants circulating concurrently. The three variants and their cross reactivity is shown in Besides this variant, in the course of examining the large number of strains isolated in Britain it became clear that in addition to the two already recognized variants there was a further variant appearing in large numbers with a greater reactivity with the older strains but otherwise showing a clear difference from all the others, having drifted in a different direction. This is typified by the strain A/England/ 459/75 which was designated as 'intermediate'. Figure 1 shows the number of strains resembling A/Scotland/74 in relation to the total number of influenza A strains examined and shows the build-up of the epidemic from the end of December, 1974 to a peak in the middle of February, 1975 , and a slow decline until the end of the epidemic at the end of March. The proportions of the three variants in this epidemic are shown in Fig. 2 
